Seed, written by fellow graduate student Scott Bradley, was selected to appear as the first production in the University of Iowa's New Play Festival 2017 line-up. The play explores the encounter between two men: Bud, a middle-aged agronomist and teenage
Holler. The two meet in a small town Iowa motel. Initially, Holler thinks they are meeting for a hook-up, but as the scenes progress a more eerie truth is revealed. Bud is looking for answers to his son's disappearance and while neither of the characters really knows who the other is, the audience discovers their two stories are far more intertwined than imagined. Bud's son, Buddy Jr., was in fact Holler's boyfriend who has recently killed himself. As the storyline unfolds, reality crosses into fantasy and becomes a tale of genetic modification. Bud believes his son took his life due to the same sadness he, and his own father, experienced. He sees something special in Holler, a resilience Buddy Jr.
did not have, and Bud literally attempts to extract this resilience from Holler and inject it into himself.
Part of the allure of New Play Festival from a writer's standpoint, is the ability to take a work in development and bring it to life without the pressures of professional production; it provides them with a rehearsal process to play with the text and performances to show where further changes may be needed. In essence, it helps reveal and work thru the kinks to create a more polished piece at the end. Sometimes the pieces selected are brand new and the festival may be the first time the script is heard, and in some instances the plays had a life before NPF. propeller blade bursting through a person's chest. These effects can be tricky to achieve, and even more so on a $500 budget.
Welcome to NPF: Budgets, Timelines, and Team Spirit
The very nature of New Play Festival is challenging. Each production is given a $500 budget to cover any and all scenic, prop, lighting, sound, costuming, and printing needs. New Play Festival 2017 saw four brand new, fully staged productions and five full-length play readings written by members of the M.F.A. Playwriting program. Each staged show receives five weeks of rehearsal, two days of tech and one day to hold any last rehearsals. That same day, the show will perform twice in one night essentially back to back. Productions are loading-in, striking, teching, rehearsing, and performing at the same time and every afternoon of the week a reading is being held. It is truly one giant marathon and Seed was at the forefront as the opening production of the festival, and with a reputation of having some difficult technical elements.
NPF is a big festival with a "lend a helping hand" mentality. Everyone, no matter which show they are involved with, typically pitches in to help build, load-in, and strike each production. Seed was not as fortunate in this regard as we only had two cast members, a guest director who could not be tool qualified by the scene shop, and an Assistant Stage Manager who could not walk due to an injury. We were not able to send anyone to aid in the build process for any of the shows because we were all needed at each of our own rehearsals or unable to assist; we really had to rely on our designers and volunteers to help make the magic happen and fortunately there were many of them who were happy to help. I think at times, given our small size amidst the bigger Festival, our team felt secluded from New Play Festival as a whole and as we would come to find out several weeks into the process, it is truly thanks to these volunteers that our production made it to performance.
Content
The nature of Seed's themes and subject were uncharted territory for me. Not only had I never worked on a production with explicit trigger warnings, I was not exactly comfortable navigating the waters of sexual content. As a leader in the room and through the rehearsal process, I knew I would have to set aside that discomfort for the sake of helping to create this production and make it the best it could be. The initial read of the script had made me uneasy, but as it turned out the playwright had some reservations about how his intentions were coming through in the current draft of the script. punch, knee to the crotch, failed escape out a door, an asthma attack, and a gun grab. It is a lot of action that is tiring for both actors and needed to be intricately staged for the small performance space. The final crucial moment of difficult content is near the very end of the play when Bud ties Holler by the wrists to the clothes rack on the center wall and uses an auger to rip a chunk of Holler's stomach skin off; this is clearly incredibly painful for Holler and requires incredible intensity from both actors. Not only are the actor's arms tied in the air; he must convey his pain to the audience. There was a lot of screaming and a lot of blood, both factors that made it difficult to rehearse more than once or twice in a rehearsal.
I can certainly see why the initial NPF draft of Seed may require the attentions of an intimacy committee, but it was surprising to hear the production had played such a pivotal role in its creation. Most of the surprise came from not hearing about the committee until the following semester. As the stage manager, we are involved in every aspect of production and one of the few people present at all rehearsals. To my knowledge, no one working on Seed was ever approached about the content of the script and I think feedback from those directly involved in the productions that helped bring about the idea to create a committee could only be beneficial. Theatre often explores these difficult moments and the fact that our Department recognizes this and wants to explore and utilize ways to support productions that highlight this kind of material is commendable. While the content of our show evolved into something less challenging in this regard, the initial script I read would have greatly benefitted from this kind of support.
Design Elements
As referenced in the Overview, Seed was rife with technical challenges. Theatre B's stage measures 38'x20'x2' and is the smallest of the Department of Theatre's performance venues. For the second year in a row, New Play Festival had to find a way to fit an entire motel room on this stage. We moved through roughly 4 official groundplans given to Stage Management. Mostly these consisted of small adjustments in wall measurements in order to fit the room onstage and to accommodate all of the necessary furniture: bed, desk, trunk, radiator, and a bathroom just off of the main room, but still onstage. Additionally, due to some specific staging moments, the wall that included the door into the motel room and the clothing rack had to be solid and supportive. In one of the aforementioned scenes, Holler is tied to the clothing rack and struggles to get away, pushing and pulling his weight against the wall. Similarly, the bed had to be secure for the jogging scene and much of the fight choreography takes place on and around the bed as well. It quickly became evident that the bed would need some extra love and care. Our Scenic Designer supplied a wooden board that we placed between the box spring and mattress to provide additional support and the Festival Production Stage
Manager, Katy McGlaughlin, donated two ratchet straps that we used to aid in securing the mattress, box spring, and wooden board to the bed frame itself. This helped to prevent the three different pieces from sliding off the frame. Fortunately, the frame itself was heavy enough that it stayed in place. If that were not enough, scenic design faced the challenge of making plants grow onstage and a windmill propeller burst from Bud's chest in the final moment of the show. How to make this happen was the primary question at every production meeting and most of those decisions were not solidified until about two and a half weeks before opening, and some not until the tech process.
Scenic was not the only element that faced difficulties. In fact, every department had various complications to overcome. Sound effects like the "plant growth" and the Our Costume Designer, Akeem Celestine, had to get creative. There would be blood in the show and it was going to get all over everything: the floor, the furniture, the costumes, the bedding, even the walls. There was one horrifying moment when during a run in Theatre B, the blood sprayed into the air and in a perfect arc landed right on the cyc. Rehearsal continued but there was a covert behind the scenes panic about "would the blood come off the screen" and "how could we save ourselves" from paying for damage to such an expensive piece of material on our already tiny budget? It turns out that Akeem's blood selection of REEL BLOOD by REEL CREATIONS, Inc. is completely washable and it wiped right off the screen, much to our relief. The real challenge, though, was figuring out when to bring in blood for rehearsal, when to start with costumes, and how to handle laundry. We did not have the resources to do much laundry during rehearsals let alone spraying blood all over a rehearsal room; our scrunched tech and performance schedule meant we did not have time to wash costumes between dress rehearsal and performances. Akeem came up with a solution for rehearsals: instead of blood packets, we would use water packs of the same size and material (plastic wrap and rubber bands!). This allowed our actors to become familiar with how to explode the packs and for us to see how much liquid was needed to create the effect. It provided a general sense of where the blood would land and how big of a mess would be left in the aftermath, but would not require anything more than a towel or two to cleanup in rehearsals. To solve the laundry issue on our two-performance day, we ended up having a second set of bedding and costumes for the actors. The only thing we could not replicate was Buddy Jr.'s letterman jacket, a crucial costume piece in the play, so we had to stage the moments to keep it out of harms way.
PRODUCTION CHALLENGES PART II: THE SURPRISES Losing a Designer
While much of the difficulties above are par for the course when creating a production or participating in New Play Festival, there was one surprise challenge that really shook the production for a moment. Two weeks into rehearsals Scenic Designer
Kenton Jones announced his departure from the team to attend to a death in his family.
While the design was not entirely complete, Kenton had been determining and refining to focus on and that the set was in safe hands.
When Personal Emergencies Strike
The next surprise did not so much affect the team as it did me. The timeline of tech, dress, and performance for a New Play Festival production is condensed to three days rather than the full week you get on one of our MainStage or Gallery Season productions. We moved into our first day of Tech on Saturday, April 29 th . We spent the first half of the day loading-in the set and the early portion of the afternoon the space was available for the designers to focus and program lights, and adjust sound. In the evening the cast was called with the intentions to begin working with cues. told him I did not hate him, he said he did not hate me and we both decided to be better aware of each other and how we work together. We actually laughed about it and I found it to be quite liberating; it was like whatever barrier existed between our communication and been lifted through our directness. It definitely sucked to have someone else point it out to us like that, but it made such a difference in our future interactions.
PERSONAL LEADERSHIP AND COMMUNICATION GOALS All Male Production Team
When I was assigned to Stage Manage Seed the first thing I acknowledged is that I was the only female on the production team; with a cast of two males and the suggested ASM for the production, I was slated to be the only female at all. It sounds crazy that this could be a concern, but this all-male team encompassed some very strong and passionate personalities. Some of these personalities were also dominant and given the content of the reconsider their suggestion and provide a female ASM. Fortunately they agreed and while I wish gender were not an issue I felt needed to be taken into account, I believe this decision was most beneficial for not just myself, but the production as a whole. Adding
Clarice Kelling to the team as the ASM helped to balance out personalities and influence, as well as provided a support system for me as we navigated the difficult aspects of the production together.
Establishing Relationship with Outside Director
Something I was very excited for was working with Patrick Du Laney, our guest director. Patrick is very involved in the theatre community and actively works in Iowa City as a Director and Actor. Many people in the department knew Patrick and he and the playwright were friends. Scott requested Patrick because he knew his theatre work very well. 7 Seed required a strong and experienced director and as we were producing our production the year we had no graduate directing students, Art agreed to bring him on the project. Since I did not know Patrick prior to Seed my first goal was to create a relationship with him. I decided to put to use a conversation we had in our Stage size bed frame, mattress, box spring, night table, desk, chair, window bench, bathroom sink, and a whole assortment of props including two guns, and very small and specifically placed science equipment down the hallway into our rehearsal room. On top of that, weaponry had to be properly secured and the bed had to be strapped together to ensure it was safe to jump and run on. Generally we had no more than thirty minutes to set-up before rehearsal began and the only way we accomplished this was through the kindness of others. Festival PSM, Katy, came to the top of every rehearsal call and helped transport furniture while Clarice carried props from the storage cabinet to the space. We would all band together to make sure everything was set correctly. Every night seemed like a marathon and at the end of rehearsals the cast, director, and playwright had to help us strike. These time constraints were incredibly frustrating for us as a team and ultimately led to one of my biggest disappointments regarding my work on the show.
Clarice was a junior theatre major who had been solely pursuing scenic design.
She knew she was not slated to design in festival this year, but still wanted to be a part of NPF in some capacity. She had never worked as a stage manger or assistant stage manager and felt her knowledge of these jobs was very limited. She wanted to use NPF as an opportunity to explore other parts of theatre and was hopeful ASMing would be a good learning experience. Clarice views Seed as a jumping off point to consider taking other positions in theatre outside of design 8 and I was glad to hear she feels it gave her insight into her personal skills and abilities. I think it was a good learning experience for her, but I am disappointed I was not able to teach her more about stage management itself. Circumstances were never in our favor, but I do not feel I ever found a way to maximize the circumstances we were in. I do, however, feel good about the working dynamic we established. We were in it together and able to support one another when the going got tough and this led to a good working relationship in subsequent productions, as well as a friendship and camaraderie between the two of us. While the finer details behind the artistry of stage management were left untouched, we forged the type of support you need to survive a difficult production. I saw this trust and security play into our future work together when Clarice designed the set for a gallery production I stage managed the following semester. The challenges we faced on our second production were more personally intense but because we laid the groundwork for a positive working relationship on Seed, we were able to navigate those waters successfully.
Supporting the Cast
In stage management we often talk about your focus or forte: are you an actor stage manager, a technical stage manager, or a director stage manager? Which archetype fits you best? While we all have the same job, our specialties and favorite parts are different. I consider myself to be an actor stage manager; my favorite part of the rehearsal process is taking care of the cast, making sure they are happy, healthy, and feeling positive about the production. I knew this would be a crucial part of the success of Seed and I made it a priority to support and encourage our actors. As mentioned, Seed is a twoman show. The character of Bud is old enough to have a kid in high school and Holler is barely eighteen. Both roles would need to be filled by students in the department and the first hurdle was finding someone able to pull off a much older character. Eli Jolley, an M.F.A. Acting student, was cast as Bud and Danny Whiskeyman, a Freshman Theatre
Major, was cast in the role of Holler. Immediately we had two vastly different experience levels to work with. Eli was well versed in theatre and our Holler was quite new. Both roles, given the content and nature of the story, are complex, deep, and difficult characters to portray; it is just the two characters the entire time: ninety pages of dialogue between them, both onstage for the entire one hour and eleven minutes, delivering lines that were oftentimes intense and important. Seed is an emotional show that can take an emotional toll and I was consistently watching to be sure our gentlemen were rested and not feeling overwhelmed during rehearsal. There were times when they struggled with the development of certain moments and would feel frustrated and discouraged; we would often take a short break to refresh everyone, but sometimes Patrick would use these frustrations as fuel for conversation, to learn to recognize why these feelings surfaced, and how to handle them. It was always a privilege for me to watch him work and to see how he genuinely wanted everyone to succeed-not for the sake of the show, but for the sake of being human beings and artists.
I also spent a bit of time working lines with our two actors. Again, being a small production meant our actors had each other to rely on and when the going got rough on memorizing I joined them. We had three specific meetings between the three of us outside of our regular rehearsals where I was on book. As a Stage Manager, I believe it is important to honor the author's words as they are written and I remember running a page or two and stopping the actors to make them re-start over and over until they had those lines before moving on. I wanted them to be correct, but more importantly I wanted them both to feel secure and recognize they were not alone in tackling this beast of a show. I made my presence known and encouraged both of them to reach out and ask for help if needed and on more than one occasion found myself talking with Eli about the show and our process.
POST-PRODUCTION
I did not begin this thesis on Seed until six months after the production was over.
At the time rehearsals and performances were happening, my personal life was tumultuous and emotional. In the six months that had passed before I began writing, a lot more life happened and I stage managed three very different shows in between. As I work on completing my thesis now, three more months have gone by and I am no longer at the University and am working professionally in New York City. I say all of that because when I look back on my time working on Seed I see the groundwork and stepping-stones the process was laying to help transform me not only as a stage manager, but as a human being. It goes beyond becoming a better and stronger stage manager; that happened, too, but that is because I was learning how to be a better person.
Tech and Production Challenge Reflections
Seed was my first challenging show at the University of Iowa. We did not have the safety net of a large budget or vast resources of time and bodies, and we had a lot of complicated technical situations that we encountered. The entire experience drilled home the importance of something you are always told as a stage manager (and perhaps in the theatre altogether): always be prepared. This is figurative and also incredibly literal. I have been told over and over in my career the importance of keeping an organized book, and I won't speak for all stage managers, but it is really easy to let that slip. When you are in rehearsal everyday you just learn where things are or end up, you can read your own chicken scratch handwriting, you know John steps stage right twice before crossing downstage left to exit. You never know when something may happen that takes you (or someone else) away from the production. I learned that in multiple ways on this show. I left my tech rehearsal, one of the most crucial times in the process, and someone else had to step in. They had to come in unfamiliar with the show, understand, and take over.
Stage Manager can be a difficult job, but it is a really important one: keeping your system clean and clear shows you are a good stage manager, but it also sets the production up for success if someone else needs to step in. Because I spent so much time structuring our tech schedule and creating the documents to keep us moving, Katy was able to take over without undue confusion and get the job done effectively and efficiently.
Similarly, making sure you understand the needs, wants, problems, and discussion surrounding the production. When Kenton suddenly left the project we could have we accomplish the things we all understand need to be accomplished". This leads into the next big takeaway from my experience.
When Everyone Comes Together
Earlier I described NPF as a big festival with a lend a helping hand mentality and I noted that several weeks into our process we would find out it was thanks to these volunteers that our production made it to performance. I cannot stress this enough. It is easy to get bogged down in the negative, but never doubt that support and solutions exist.
Seed found itself surrounded by an entire team of individuals that supported and comforted us and rallied together to make sure we had success. I observed this happening to the show as a whole and to my own self. Rehearsal was set up in the knick of time every day because Katy came to help. We got rehearsal struck and the team out of the building by midnight every night because our actors and director and playwright carried furniture back to storage. Our set was built because Merric offered to do it. We found solutions to creepy plant growth and propeller blades because Eric willingly took on another project. We got blood off the cyc because designers who happened to be in the building came to help scrub it off. I survived because of the support and kindness of my friends and Clarice who despite it all, always reminded me they are in my corner. It takes a village, but the important and cool part is that the village exists in the first place.
Personal Perspective Revisited
It is really funny in retrospect to remember how against I was working on this production. I had such a strong and volatile reaction and frankly it was selfish. I still believe the committee was wrong in how it was handled, but they were right in their decision. It was the simple explanation that was given that turned my feelings around, but what I have since learned from this is that you cannot always control what happens in your life, but you certainly control how you respond. And it is this response that actually shapes the course of your experience. My reaction to the play changed in an instant and I see all of the positive effects this production in particular has played in my development. and see all of our hard work pay off and work on something that truly challenged me in all the ways I needed to be challenged at the time. In the subsequent productions I have done, I often think about situations we encountered on Seed as a reference and fondly remember the growth I gained in the weeks spent in that seedy, old motel room. 
GENERAL REHEARSAL NOTES:
We had a productive rehearsal this evening, working our way thru the first 60 pages of the play. We will continue working thru tomorrow before ending the evening with a run.
SCENIC/PAINTS:
• Where can we acquire furniture straps to control the movement of the mattress?
• Eric, when you get the groundplan set could I get a clean image file for the new blocking sheets?
PROPS:
• Scott, Patrick, Lindsay, and Clarice will meet Thursday at 6:30pm to determine which props will be used in the show. We will then schedule a time to return what isn't being used.
COSTUMES:
• Akeem, Bud's shoes are quite squeaky. What can we do?
LIGHTING:
• No notes at this time.
SOUND/VIDEO:
• Wade, we will be doing a run tomorrow (4/19) at 9pm for you to play QLab. Thanks so much!
MARKETING:
PRODUCTION/STAGE MANAGEMENT:
• Katy, could we get a set of hands to help set-up the rest of the week?
• We will be doing a run tomorrow at 9pm. Wade will attend to run QLab and if you are available I would like to sit with him during the run.
FACILITIES:
ACTOR HOURS: 
